only remaining superpower. How is it possible that in the United States, a fabulously wealthy, highly developed country, there is a national education crisis of such menacing proportions that fully one half of the population is illiterate? Blame can, no doubt, be lodged in many quarters. After all, the public schools are confronted with the daunting task of educating children who are all too often the victims of poverty, family instability, crime-ridden environments, and other societal illS.4 It is a tall order to expect schools to educate successfully children whose stomachs are empty or whose psyches are traumatized.? Yet, deleterious social conditions and the magnitude of the educators' task cannot justify giving up on the schools' mission. "Students, even from the most difficult backgrounds, can academically ... succeed."° The public schools, as the outgrowth of the common school movement, were conceived of and have functioned to embrace and educate all children, be they poor, traumatized, or otherwise troubled.? 7 Now, however, massive numbers of children are emerging from the public schools undereducated and frequently unprepared to join the work force even in low-level jobs or to participate in meaningful political decision-making. 8
It is no exaggeration to say that the very economic and political pre-eminence of the nation has been jeopardized, not by some aggressive foreign enemy, but by the humble local classroom.9 Alarmed by these developments, state governments have experimented with an array of education measures.'° Their efforts have been complemented by exhortations and proposals from national political leaders and by a plethora of studies and reports issued by education experts." In spite of these efforts, the crisis has persisted with unnerving intractability.'2 With such vital interests at stake, intractability is simply not an option. However, there is considerable controversy over what kind of reforms should be instituted to ameliorate the education crisis.'3 Proposals have varied widely, ranging from enhanced parental involvement in the schools" to expanded privatization of the education process" to enhanced governmental involvement.'6 Some leading education experts and political leaders have been courageous enough also to focus on the substantive and most obvious point: that what American children need most of all from their public schools is the guaranty of real exellence in education and that any schemes for structural changes in the provision of education should flow from this premise."
